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Abstract: Shakespeare wrote “The Merchant of Venice” 
centuries ago, yet the play offers scope for the gender 
studies to the modern readers. This play is replete with 
same sex passion that forces gay men and lesbians to 
comprehend the ulterior homoeroticism. In the words of 
Allan Sinfield, ‘Shakespeare definitely was not a sexual 
radical’. But the ordinary cultural interactions in 
Shakespeare’s plays strike chords for the homoerotic 
interpretation. In his book Homosexual Desires in 
Shakespeare’s England Bruce R. Smith locates six 
‘cultural scenario’ in literature that can be interpreted as 
same sex relations. They are: heroic friendship; men and 
boys mainly in pastoral and educational contents; playful 
androgyny mainly in romances and festivals; 
transvestism mainly in satirical contexts; master servant 
relations and; an emergent homosexual subjectivity as in 
Shakespeare’s sonnets. Allan Sinfield, in his essay How 
to read The Merchant of Venice Without being 
Heterosexist conveys that the mainstream commentators 
may marginalize the same sex passion in ‘The Merchant 
of Venice’ but the lesbians and gay men may think about 
alternative economies of sex-gender and may also think 
about the problematic aspect of our own subculture. In 
this context the friendship between Antonio and Bassanio 
and Portia and Nerissa and the enmity between Antonio 
and Shylock and the relationship among other minor 
characters attracts the attention for gender study of the 
play. The present paper analyses the play and discovers 
the sources for the homoerotic interpretation of the play 
in its daily cultural exchanges. The paper is also an 
attempt to understand and elucidate the contemporary 
society and its attitude towards men and women.  
Key Words: Gender, Masculine, Feminine, 
Homosexual, Homoerotic, Feminism 
The term “Gender Study” encompasses a number 
of interpretations with its application in all fields of 
life. In literature it applies to the study of 
contribution of female writers in the development 
of literature, the image of women in literature, 
homosexual and homoerotic implication in 
literature, adherence and defiance of writers to the 
contemporary established practices and principles 
of gender roles, and the study of these established 
notions in literature and their truth to the reality. 
The present paper attempts to pay tribute to the 
greatest dramatist of all times for his representation 
of spectrum of numerous shades of human nature in 
his plays. Shakespeare after four hundred years of 
his demise stands solidly as one of the sources for 
many emerging theories and trends in the 
interpretation of literature. The gender study is not 
exceptional in this regard. Gender study 
distinguishes the biological terms of male and 
female with sociologically determined terms of 
masculine and feminine. In doing so, it is elicited 
that the characteristics of masculine and feminine 
are largely conditioned by the social practices 
prevalent in the contemporary society of all times. 
Therefore Simone Du Beauois says, “A woman is 
not born but becomes” in her seminal book 
“Second Sex”. So the literature of the civilization 
reflects its society in its all glory and decline and in 
its peak and pit equally. So today the situation is 
advantageous to have a panoramic view of society 
of the by-gone age and thereby to construct an 
overview of that society 
Shakespeare being an unbeatable champion of 
human nature in all its dimensions mirrors the 
contemporary society with its features and 
functions. Nevertheless, Shakespeare is equally 
debated for his gender portrait and offers the 
curiosity to the latest theorists and practitioners for 
the discovery of ulterior motives in the simple, 
daily and routine behaviour of the characters in 
their interactions in the society in which they 
inhabit. Shakespeare’s dramatic devices also are 
debatable on the topic of whether they were for the 
dramatic convenience or if he had any ulterior 
motive for the choice of a device. Cappala Katin in 
‘Man’s Estate in “Masculine Identity in 
Shakespeare”’ says, “Shakespeare and Freud deal 
with the same subject: the expressed and hidden 
feelings in the human heart: they are both 
psychoanalysts. Shakespeare was thus constructed 
as an authoritative figure whose views about men 
and women could be co-opted to the liberal 
feminism of the critic” and she further says in the 
same essay that “Feminism…. involves defining 
certain characteristics as feminine and admiring 
them as a better way to survive in the world. In 
order to assert the moral connection between the 
mimetic world of Shakespeare’s plays and the real 
world of the audience, the characters have to be 
seen as representative men and women and the 
categories male and female are essential, 
unchanging, and definable in modern common 
sense terms.” 
One of the devices that Shakespeare uses in his 
plays is the device of disguise, more often used in 
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comedies. One of the reasons for his choice of this 
device was for convenience because of no female 
actors available for the stage performance in his 
time.   Stephan Orgel explains (p123-24) why 
Elizabethan stage preferred boys for female roles. 
He says that “boys were less dangerous: they were 
erotic but that was less threatening than the 
eroticism of women.” so this culture “did not 
display a morbid fear of homosexuality, anxiety 
about the fidelity of women on the other hand does 
seem to have been strikingly prevalent.” So boys 
playing female roles in Shakespeare’s plays give 
rise to the situations that the modern readers tend to 
delve deep into the characters and interpret the 
ulterior layers of meaning of the plays. Besides the 
gender study of the plays, the plays offer the 
implications of homosexual and homoerotic feeling 
in the transgender roles of the characters in 
Shakespeare’s plays. 
Shakespeare’s two perfect major comedies 
“Twelfth Night” and “As You Like It” have 
evidences of homoerotic and homosexual relations 
in the characters of Viola/Cesario and 
Rosalind/Ganymede respectively. Valerie Traub 
very well puts in the words: “The sexual economy 
of “Twelfth Night” is saturated with multiple erotic 
investments: Viola/Cesario’s dual desire of Olivia 
and Orsino, Orsino’s ambivalent interest in 
Viola/Cesario; Sebastian’s responses to Olivia and 
Antonio; and finally Antonio’s exclusive erotic 
wish for Sebastain.” Where as in “As You Like It” 
to quote again Valerie Traub, ”by means of her 
male improvisation, Rosalind leads the play into a 
mode of desire neither heterosexual nor 
homoerotic, but both heterosexual and homoerotic. 
As much as she displays her desire for Orlando she 
also enjoys her position as male object of Phoebe‘s 
desire and more importantly of Orlando’s.”  
However, the lesser perfect comedy rather Tragi-
comedy technically to speak of “The Merchant of 
Venice” equally presents itself as suitable case for 
gender studies. 
Though gender study as a theory has emerged 
recently, the principles of gender study are based 
on the social practices prevalent in the society over 
the long period of history. Hence the retrospective 
study of society enlightens the modern readers of 
contemporary norms of behaviour and status of 
men and women eventually leading to the sexual 
orientation of them as well. In his book 
Homosexual Desires in Shakespeare’s England 
Bruce R. Smith locates six ‘cultural scenario’ in 
literature that can be interpreted as same sex 
relations. They are: heroic friendship; men and 
boys mainly in pastoral and educational contents; 
playful androgyny mainly in romances and 
festivals; transvestism mainly in satirical contexts; 
master servant relations and; an emergent 
homosexual subjectivity as in Shakespeare’s 
sonnets.    
Considering all the reasons, Shakespeare’s “The 
Merchant of Venice” displays an array of 
characters that are ambiguous in their relationship 
and behaviour. It is the naivety of the mainstream 
commentators to overlook the homosexual or 
homoerotic implication of the text on the name of 
contemporary daily norms of behaviour. However, 
it is also true of Alan Sinfield who says in ‘How to 
Read “The Merchant of Venice” without Being 
Heterosexist’ that “Shakespeare was not a sexual 
radical. ……. He did not write plays for the display 
of sexual orientation to sort out sexuality.” ( p-130 
) Therefore Kathleen McLuskie in her article “The 
Patriarchal Bard: Feminist Criticism and 
Shakespeare: King Lear and Measure for Measure” 
says “He (Shakespeare) wrote plays for the 
entertainment industry which had no women 
shareholders, actors, writers or stagehands.” In 
spite of all other justifications, Shakespeare has 
portrayed the characters that open discussions on 
the latent homoerotic feelings in these characters. 
The primary controversially challenging characters 
in this context come in pairs in “The Merchant of 
Venice” who offer scope for the homoerotic 
interpretation of the text. One of such pairs is 
Antoniao and Bassanio, two friends from two 
different classes of society. Antonio is a rich 
merchant and Bassanio a soldier, a scholar and a 
philosopher. The opening scene of the play gives a 
hint for homoerotic association. In scene i of Act I 
Antonio is in a sad state of mind:  
Antonio: In sooth, I know not why I am so sad: 
 Wearies me; you say it wearies you;  
 But how I caught it, found it, or came by it, 
  What stuff ‘tis made of , whereof it is born, 
 I am to learn;  
 And such a want-wit sadness makes of me, 
That I have much ado to know myself” (I. i. 1-7)  
Antonio’s friends Salarino and salanio try to find 
the source for the same. All the worldly causes are 
turned down by Antonio. Ultimately  
Salarino says: ”Why then you are in love” (Line-
47)  
A heterosexual reader might probe and find the 
reason for Antonio’s sorrow as a result of 
Antonio’s foresight of some future tragedy of loss 
of his cargo on sea and its consequences. But a 
homosexual reader might have different interest 
and might interpret it as Antonio’s sorrow over 
Bassanio’s heterosexual interest in Portia. 
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Though Antonio denies any such reason, the play 
in its progress gives evidences of Antonio’s 
feelings for Bassanio. Antonio knows that Bassanio 
is attracted to Portia and desires to win her in 
marriage competition that Portia’s father has 
designed for her. When Bassanio leaves to Belmont 
where Portia lives, the farewell to Antonio is 
reported by Salarino that has all homosexual 
implications:  
Salarino:….. I saw Bassanio and Antonio part:   
Bassanio told him he would make some speed 
Of his return: he answer’d, ‘Do not so; 
Slubber not business for my sake, Bassanio,  
But stay the very riping of the time, 
And for the Jew’s bond which he hath of me, 
Let it not enter in your mind of love: 
Be merry; and employ your chiefest thoughts  
To courtship and such fair ostents of love 
As shall conveniently become you there:’ 
And even there, his eye being big with tears, 
Turning his face, he put his hand behind him, 
And with affection wondrous sensible 
He wrung Bassanio’s hand; and so they parted, 
Salanio: I think he only loves the world for him. ( 
II. Viii.36-51) 
 As the play progresses and the plot thicken, the 
complexity increases the intensity. To delineate the 
above proposition one needs to understand the 
situations that contribute to this perspective. 
Antonio borrows three thousand ducats for 
Bassanio from another Venetian Merchant, 
Shylock, and an arch rival of Antonio. Antonio 
mortgages a pound of flesh from his body near his 
heart under the circumstance of his failure to return 
the money borrowed within the stipulated time.  
This conveys that Antonio risks his life for his 
friend perhaps to say that life without his friend is 
miserable hence he gambles with his life by 
mortgaging it with Shylock. Eventually the plot at 
climax displays Antoio a mere toy at the mercy of 
Shylock initially and then at the favour of Portia 
towards the end that turns him an anti- hero. Even 
on the verge of death Antonio assures Bassanio not 
to fret over his pathetic condition with self-
reproach: ‘Antonio: Give me your hand Bassanio! 
Fare you well! Grieve not that I am Fallen to this 
for you….” ( IV. i.273-74) One can find how a 
normal daily expression could give food for the 
thought for gender study and homoerotic 
interpretation. Bassanio’s expression over his 
friend Antonio’s state when he learns about 
Antonio’s loss and Shylock’s revenge is debatable 
on homoerotic implication though it was normal in 
Elizabethan time to speak so: Bassanio:….. for 
indeed, I have engaged myself to a dear friend, / 
engaged my friend to his mere enemy, To feed my 
means…” (III.ii. 266-67). Similarly Bassanio 
elevates his friend Antonio above his love and wife 
and his own life when it comes to sacrifice. 
Bassanio: “Antonio, I am married to a wife / Which 
is as dear to me as life itself; / But life itself, my 
wife, and all the world / Are not with me esteem’d 
above thy ife; / I would lose all, ay, my sacrifice 
them all / her to this devil, to deliver you” (IV. i. 
290-295). This is quite ambiguous and one can 
raise questions over Bassanio’s loyalty to both his 
wife and his friend Antonio as well. 
Another pair in the play is Portia and Nerissa. 
Portia is denied of freedom to choose her husband 
as her father has devised a lottery to be won. 
Nerissa, her maid, self imposes similar restriction 
and decides to marry as and when her mistress is 
chosen by the right man. Therefore when Gratiano, 
Bassanio’s friend who has accompanied him to 
Belmont expresses his love for Nerissa, Nerissa 
dismisses him on the account of Bassanio’s choice 
of Portia. When Bassanio succeeds in his venture 
his friend Gratiano is accepted by Nerissa. Both 
Portia and Nerissa escape to the nunnery to 
maintain their celibacy as their husbands leave to 
Venice immediately after their marriage to rescue 
Antonio from Shylock. Both Portia and Nerissa 
disguise as the young lawyer and assistant 
respectively and save Antonio from Shylock. Both 
Nerissa and Portia demand the rings from their 
husbands as reward for their efforts and both of 
them later tease their husbands for the loss of the 
rings as their negligence for their wives and the 
levity of their love for them. It is Nerissa who 
seems to have extremely attached to her mistress 
and perhaps it is their social difference that subdues 
Nerissa to have explicit expression of her feelings 
so is her attempts to imitate her mistress in 
everything and in every way. 
There in another very interesting pair is Shylock 
and Antonio, they are rather antagonistic pair. Both 
are merchants and Antonio is benevolent and kind 
and Shylock is very professional, miser and usurper 
as a businessman. Antonio is the arch rival of 
Shylock because Antoniao’s benevolent approach 
in business has robbed Shylock of profit as Antonio 
lends money without interest. It would be too 
probing for the non-existent for heterosexual 
readers if a homosexual reader interprets Shylock’s 
enmity as a pervert interest in Antonio and 
Antonio’s love and loyalty for Bassanio enrages 
Shylock to the extent of hatred to the verge of 
murder. Antonio is a much liked merchant by all 
the Venetians and the constant ranting of Shylock 
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by Antonio for his unfair dealings in business 
makes Shylock to harbour secretly hatred for 
Antonio. Or is it Shylock’s helplessness at the 
impossibility of any favourable alliance with 
Antonio that goads Shylock to contrive and 
conspire against him? This is a mere perspective on 
the situation in the play and on the content too.  
Another important issue from the gender point of 
view is the portrait of male and female characters. 
In the portrait of female characters Shakespeare 
appears to be a feminist especially his portrait of 
female characters in comedies. Kathaline McLuskie 
says, “ feminism….. involves defining certain 
characterisitcs as feminine and admiring them as a 
better way to survive in the world. In order to assert 
the moral connection between the mimetic world of 
Shakespeare’s plays and the real world of the 
audience the characters have to be seen as 
representative men and the categories male and 
female are essential, unchanging and definable in 
modern common sense terms.” It is widely known 
that Shakespeare’s heroines in comedies are 
stronger in strength, wit and intelligence than his 
heroines in tragedies; Comedies are closer to life 
than tragedies. Comedies are realistic while 
tragedies are ideal. Hence the character of Portia 
outshines all the male characters in the play. She is 
a perfect combination of wit, intelligence and 
beauty, a very rare combination. She is a woman to 
fall in love with a man who impresses with 
scholarliness and yet obedient as a daughter to 
accept the father’s wish and helpless to choose her 
husband due to it, yet patient enough to believe in 
her father’s experience of life. She is devoted and 
committed as a wife to offer everything that 
belongs to her to her husband and vows to maintain 
celibacy in her husband’s absence and displays 
tremendous maturity and intelligence beyond her 
age to resolve Antonio and Shylock’s case. Like a 
modern woman she plays several roles and is a 
balanced person with both feminine and masculine 
characteristics. Though Shakespeare’s plots are 
borrowed from numerous sources such as history, 
romances and foreign literature, he creates 
authentic characters by assigning them with 
qualities that the audience could empathise and 
creates his own renewed characters from the 
original sources. It is essential here to quote 
Marilyn French, “He (Shakespeare) breathed life 
into his female characters and gave body to the 
principles they are supposed to represent”. 
Shakespeare must have been representing young 
Queen Elizabeth in Portia.  Whoever may be the 
model or whatever may be the intention, Portia is a 
model for contemporary feminists who are 
asserting themselves in the male dominated 
patriotic society. It is Shakespeare’s attitude 
towards women in general and by creating Portia, a 
reigning queen among all Shakespeare’s heroines is 
an exact replica of a successful woman in the 21
st
 
century. M. M. Reese in “Shakespeare’s World and 
His Works” says, “Shakespeare fully realised 
characters never submit to a simple classification. 
They are themselves alone”. How true is the 
observation and how relevant it is today! Today 
women are far advanced socially, academically and 
professionally and are aware of their rights as 
human beings. This is reflected in literature as well 
and literature has raised the issues of women’s 
liberation from all kinds of oppression and shackles 
that bind them to mere domestic sphere. In the 
world where women could hardly have any 
significance in society, in a world bereft of female 
actors, Shakespeare has created such female 
characters that make the modern reader to 
empathise with them and astonish at the creator of 
those characters for their authenticity, individuality 
and their application to the modern contemporary 
life.   
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